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RBSTSACT 

This study invasttgatea gueatioiis ccncerning 
inciaence of ^tuaent off-task actlvitlis, which Inttrrupt learning, 
im alffirent acadeniic activities, wlthlr. diffsrent activity formats 
(p*g*r inaiviaual, grDup), ^nd aaiong stuaents differing in 
achlwement growth (AS)* AG was defin^a as a pattern of continuDUs 
growlh auring the previous two y^ars in the Totsl B^afling 
gr ad^^eqaiva l9 nt score on the Stanford Achievement Tests- Fourth 
qraa% stuaents from four clasHrooffls in two eiera%ntarj schools in an 
integratea urban school district s^vs.a as the sainple^ High-* and 
lov-AG studtnts were' identifi^a in each classroom, Thirty 
oheervations of fonr target students fcr 30 fflinutes each were giade in 
four iubject areas^ Stuaent bshavior, typ^ oi acaaeipic activity, 
off-task activity and activity fornat «ere coasd on a 
minut e^by-minate basis. Twenty different acaa^aic activities and 
eight activity combinations wer^ identifiea and then grouped into 10 
categories* Six off-task activity types ^ite foTOd* For each stuaent 
cbsexvation, activity and forma t inter rupti on tatesr ptrcent of titns 
in each off-task activity type, and total tiwe ott task wert 
ai^t ermln ea^ Atnong -the significant findings, the high^AG students w%r# 
more likely than low-AG stuamts to go off task aurifg creative 
activ'ities, Low^AG students were more likely to go off task auring 
raci^ation. High-- and low-AG students spent nearly egual amounts of 
time off task* In the discussion of the results, several implications 
for ©aucational practice are indicated. (Author/RH) 
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ITliiXe student Itivojvari titne has attracted Increased research Interest^ 



relatively Little attention hiifi been paid to students'' off- task behavior* 



Thli study explored the types of off--task act±\rlties in which students engaged. 



The types of academics activities and activity foMats (Itidivldiialj group) 



Interrupted were also e^aiiinad- HesuLts include the ajnount of time students 



ipent In each of the several off- task activitiea and the relatlva frequency 



of interruptions of dlfferenc acaderiilc activity types and fonnats* 
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TlmG Off-'Taslit Imnlicatlotis fat Learning 

GlVGii chat student itivolvement in acadeniic learning activities (InvQlved 
time) Is a etgnlf leant part of Learnlrig, interruptions to involved time 
decrease a sttideiit's opportuntty to learn, Greater frequency of Interruption 
(more of f» task activity) results In lesi inwlved time. Assuminn off-task 
activity to be indientive of what students might prefer to be doings examina- 
tion of th^ nature and frequericy of Interruptions xvould have Implications for 
instructlDTial conducive to the Tnalntenance of involvement in learning 

activity, tliemby enhancing student learninc^ 

^.mile student Involved time has attracted iticreasinB research Interast, 
Mlstlvely little attention has been paid to studenti' off--taalc behavior. 
Studante' tchiavemenC test nerfomance has been ahotm to be significantly 
related to involved time (e.n^ * Bloom, 1074' Anderson, 1975; Fisher et al., 
1978), Therefore, innerruptlotis to Iwolved tlnie can be thought of aa im- 
pediments to laarnln^. Pactors that niiBht affect the frequency of Interrup- 
tion include the type of acadeinlc actdv^ity (e.a* » reading, writing) and the 
activity format (individual, rtoup), Thft subject area (readlnf^, nathematlcs, 
science, social studieii) and students' previous achievement grcwth mlRht also 
be related to the frequency of Interriiptlona* 

Inatructlonal v.^riables such as acadeniic activity type and fomat might 
affeet the '■holding power^ of an activity and thus affect the frequency with 
t^hlch students tflll go off-^task. Those activities in which a student can 
actively pairticipste would seem less likely to be interrupted than those in 
which the student has a relatively passive role, l^e activity format seems 
likely to Influence the frequency of InterruptlDns, with fewer Interruptions 
occurrlnB In larce Rroup activities where the teacher's role as manager tends 
to decrease the likelihood of off-task behavior (Fisher, et al,, 1978). 



The lubjeet area ^^ould seem lilc^ly to affect Cho frequency of off-task 
behavior. In many elenientary schools,^ science and soclaL studies are of fared 
leas often than rtadinr^ and mthefititics . They not only are offered on ftwer 
days of the week but also For shorter time periods. Their infrequent occurrence 
mi^ht make science and social studies more appealing to students and therefore 
leas likely to be interra-pted by off-'task behavtor, 

Tha achleveTnent growth (AG) of students (bssed on gro&^th patterns ^ic^ 
hiblted durlnn the prev^lous t^/o years) also is Likely to affect the frequency 
with which students interritpt academe activities* tQ%^ kQ students would tend 
to ha less motlvat'ed end noM dis tractable than h±nh AC students and thua 
would be e^cpoQted to initiate tnore off'-task behavior. Hot-^ever, nn difference 
would be eKpected in the typm of off'-fask activity disolayed by hlnh and low 
AG atudentSg 

On the basis of the above conaiderations tht following questions are 
eKaniirjed : 

1) Are there AP or subject area differences in the type of academic 
activity interrupted? 

2) Are there AH or subject area differences in the type of activity 
format intertuptedl 

3) Is there an difference in percentage of time off-- task and total 
time spent in diffeifent o:^f^task actl'^/lties? 

nethod 

Fourth grade students from four classrootiis in two alet^entary schools In 
an Integrated urban school district served as the satnple* HlBh and low 
achievement growth (AG) students were identified In each classroom* AG 'Was 
defined as a pattern of continuous srowth during, tha previous ti»70 ygara In the 
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Total Readtnft grade'-equlvalent score on the Stanford Achievement Tests , 
Studeiite e^ibltlng no AG vfere excluded from tha sample as were students fot 
vhom data ^ere inconplete (l.e*s students who had been attending school In 
the district for less than three yearg). 

Students in the four classrooms wsre observed in four subject areas 
(reading, mthematics, science, social studies) over five days of the week 
for a total of 30 observation periods* Four target students (2 high AG 
and 2 low AG) were observsd din-lnB each observation period, ^ften a target 
studarit vim absent, a previoa^ly identified alternate from the same AG group 
-was obaerved* Of the 25 students who mat the AG requiremanta , 21 wera 
aervad on one or inore occasions^ Generally the observation periods ^are 
30 ninutea hut ware shorter when a subject area lesson continued for jess 
than half am hour. Data were obtained for only one low and one high AG 
student during tIk of the ohssrvation periods because pf mlsldentlfieattoft 
of students* Thareforej the total tn^ber of student abservatlons was 106 
(54 high AH and 54 low AG), ^^ean AO for the hi^h firoup was 2.3f/ and for the 
low grcup .SI. AG was not significantly related to student race or s#k* 

The behavior of each at tha target students was coded on a mlnuta--by^ 
ttdnute basl^ during each observation neriod. The type of academic or non-^ 
academic activity and the netlvlt)^ format were coded for each minute for aacli 
of the four itudents^ T^^?enty different academic activities and el^ht ae^ 
tivlty combinations were ideiitified and then grouped into 10 categories, 
The categories were: 1) readlnfT. 2) writing;, (e^G.* worksheet), 3) Meatitig 
(m.n.i divergent writinfr 1, h) listening and/or viewing, 5) recitation^ 
6) dlscusston^ 7) projects and panifiB, C) quizzes, 0) conferences with the 
teacher and 10) other (e,g., checking work) , The six non^acadeinic (off- task) 
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actlvttlei (eKcludinR transitional and nmam^ent activities) that were 
dlitingulshed were^ 1) looking aromrl^, 2) walkinp, around, 3) non-work 
related talk v/lth other studants, 4) liaiid raised or ac the teacher's deik 
(wait tlma) 5 5) out of the room or Tnaintenance (e-g^ brushling teeth or going 
to the bathroom) and 6) other (e*n*a cleanltiR out desk)* The three activity 
fonnat categories identified were itidl^ridual^ gmall group and larQe B^oup* 
Intercoder agreenent was 97% for Involv^ed time, 91% for activity type^ 97% 
for acadeinie activity fon^nat and TJK -for type of off^task acclvity. 

For each student observation the follo^/ing scores were detemlned* 
interruption rates for each of the acadeinie activity categories and activity 
formats; cha percentage of time spent in each of the Bi% off-- task activity 
catagorlis; the total number of minutes spent in each type of off^task 
ac tlvi ty* 

Regulti 

Academic Actlylty Type 

A^alyeis of the frequency of interruptions of the different types of 
academic activities by AG groups indicatGd a slgnificanc difference for two 
of the ten activity cate.r^orles. During creative activities the high AG 
students were more likely to go off task than were the low AO students. In 
contrast during recitatloii., low AG students were more likely to engage In 
off- task behavior, the means and ratios for the 10 academic activity 
types and the t^fo AG croups are shora In table 1. 

luaari: Wajlo 1 about here 
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iable 2 prGsento th.n vmsLnn nnu F^ ratioG for tha 1) acadamlc activity 
Cypeo and tliG 4 oubj act aroaa. ^1*3 ;j4alysiu ali^.md oicnif leant aifferences . 
for tlirce academic accivlty typas. trriting, lictonius/viGwins and^ dlocusalon. 
Writing (a»o*^ TrorhshciQts) tms less lihaly to bo interrupted in science than 
in the other three subject araas, Listenina/viauina xms mora likely to be 
interrupted in social QtudiQS than in rcadins aud mathGmatlcs. (Ilo 
listeiiino/viewlTio activities were found in sciGncs) . DiGcucsion in science 
i/as more likely to js intarrui^ted than ims diGcuflsion in math and social 
studlGo* (iJiocuLJsioti aid not occur in roadins.) 
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Agademic Activity Fomtat 

Analyais of the frequency of interruptions of the three acadaintc activity 
formata (individual^ L^mall o^^P* large group) sUoyed no slsnlf leant dif- 
foroncas betx/oen hi^U and lot^ AG students. Also^ th^re uere no si^lficant 
Qubject area diffGroncGn in tha frequency of intorruption of different for-- 
ciato. 

Off-^asU Activity Tyi^c 

llouevar^ as oho^Tn in CaLla 3^ analyolo of tim off'-tasU in the six off- 
tasl: activitlas ravaaled □i^nificant AO differences for non-'worh related talk 
to others and for "othei;'' off -taEiU hchavlor. Lon /.Q studanto shot/ed 
more non-n;orl; related talh to othara and other' off-'Caoh behavior (doodlinOi 
cleaning out dasUs^ ^^cneral fidgeting) than high otudents* 
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A coiaparioon of tUo total tlua s^ont la off-tadh activity rnvualad almost 
tip UiffoMTtce ill the total uUii6ar of ninutca oyant in off-taslc bGliavior by 
the AO 3rou:iu. llioa AG aUudutico oyent 317 Mnutaa in off-tash acCivitiau 
T7hlld low JSt □tudsnt.'S Qii^Ei^Q^ in off-taol: bsliavior for 320 mnutes, Dotli 
^r'oupD spent about 25;'l of tU^ir tiiaa off-taslu 

,;4.ocusuion 

Ag^janlc Activity "y-oa 

AaalyoiG of tha frenusncy of intsrrupcioa of acadomic actimty typa 
mimed low i\n studants IriCarruptiuQ; craativa activitiao Iggc oftmi and 
recitation activiiias mnra oftciTi Chan hijU An studantc^ Lou intarruption 
acoras for Iot; :\0 studcntri in crQactva actlvltiao m±^it indicate tliat the 
lowr riok of bainc \/rouLi, appeals to tlii^aa students ^ In contract ^ in rGcita-- 
tion activities ri'pt ana\7sr3 ara □rnactad. Tiiud^ low AG □tudatitGs vtIio are 
loop liUaly to Imow cU^i annNrarSj my tal^Q a norG passive rola, \;liicli l©ad3 
to Qccurronceo of off -tasli balmvior. 

aKamination of fraquaiicy of interruption of acadeniie activltiaG jy 
suyoct aroa indicated iif-nl£xcaut dlfforencGS In uritiTirij discuBoion^ aad 
llstaning/vim/inj^. V/ritin:;^ ia^^^j worUoUoat) uao interruptad fcxmr timea 
In dclGnce tUan in the otbor tliruQ subject areas. It may bfi that the types 
of writing activities in sciance differed frow tliooo in the other aubjGCt 
afoae in xmyo that made chchi uora appaalin^j co PtuclGVito. Dlscusolon showed 
Qtaat^r frequency of oif-taGl; occurreaces in scienca. Thio result tmy be 
related to the proportioti of timi spaut in diBcussioii in the four eubject 
areas, there vma little dlccussioTi in raadlng and matli coiaparad to science 
mid social studies. It ic nlso poasible that the dlscuooion activity in 
BQimm \7m inforiaal to tUs axtant that it providtd conoiderablc opportunity 
for off^-tasU behavior. 



Liotenlrig/vlewiiis sliotmd woru interruptioiis iu socinl studies than in 
tlia otUer subjcet areao. \ihetL llstaniag/via^jincs attidcnts are in a passive 
rolo. Less opportuniCy for actlva participation my rasult In more of£-task 
bohavior* ilowevara tUie rasult sliould bo internr/Jtoa cautiouoly due to the 
infrequent occurrence of tim iistQuins/viet/iiifj caceco^^ 
AcadaTttlc Activity /?ornat Typa 

Mtlvlty fomM typti ( Individual, small orotipp large group) did not Bhov 
sienlficant difftarences In IntGrruptlon scores by AO gtoup or by subject 
araa* It appears that tl-e type of academic activity has a greater impact on 
studatit Involvenivant than doGS activity forraat. inille the teadier^s rola aa 
Eiaaager In large group actlvlti^g wao ciqioctaJ to d^creass lnterruptloufl3 th<^ 
teacharo in the prasent otucly may havva onployed parallel rianaccmant strategies 
across fomat types ^ 
Off-task Activlcy 

JIiQ total rnnount of tlma off-'taolv did not cliff er by AG oroup* Hen/ever^ 
it appears tliac lo^? An students arc tnore likely to interrupt an academic 
activity yiuli off-taBL baUavior vlitla htf^i AO studftnts tend to finioh the 
acadsiaic tasU and than cn^aQS in off -task behavior. 

Glsniflcant dlf ferencaD by AG z^oup found in tvro types of off-task 

nctlvitiaa- ifon^nvorU rQlated tal]; TTith othar utudents \7QD laore common among 
lot; m studentfj than amon- hiyu AO □tU'lGnts, It^ appears that low AG utudents 
loiSlit be uore niotivatoil by socialisation than by prescribed worh. Activltiee 
in vniich they have opporturdti'jo for interaction uith others T/hile performing 
cha rlv^ti taoUs xvd^^ht bt^ uore a^propriate for thsain studenCo* 

to%J AG otudanCG aldo displayed significantly more '^other'' off-task 
bGhaviov, ^hlQ type of of f- Cas]; activity ''included doodling, cleaning out 
dQaUs^ otcJ^ Tlima aro areas in ^J^iich a student night appear to be on-tasU 



chus laiQlit avoid die noticG cE tliG taacUf^r, vJalkiu^ arouiicl and talking are 
i3orG oLviouo foruio o£ oif-taak bdia'/ior and lal^lit be tiore lihaly to draw 
the teacher attmicion. 

Tlie diffGrences in intGrruptlon scorns of acadotilc activity typeo found 
in this atudy imply tLat monitoring and prdvidin2 success eKperisiicGa for 
low IJf stuwlents may an courage on^-tasU Qehavior, llo diffGrGncc^ t/sra found 
for acnderiic activity format TjUicli is conoiGtent t?ith (^od and Beckerman^a 
(1970) findings that gotu iar^G nnu umall £;roup sattln^s ^era conduciva 
to on^task behavior. Dinca hioli ^-^^ □tudeiits appear to 30 off^-taoU upon 
complGtion of their uorl:^ provision of more or diffaront actlvltieo may main-- 
tain tliair on-^taGl; bah/avior^ 
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Table 1 

liaaii Fraqueiiay of Interruption by A.cadatnlc 
Activity Type and AG Group 



Academic Activity Type 



High An 



IiO-t; AO 



R-ratlo 



Other 
Reading 
t'/rltlng 
CTeating 

Listening/ Viewing 

Recitation 

Discussion 

ProjQct/Gaine 

QuiE 

Conference 



,3343 
.2133 

.2025 
.0000 
.0371 
.0500 
.0550 
.1700 



. im3 

.1967 
.16 75 
.0000 
.2775 
.2557 
.0667 
.0700 
.A950 
.2127 



.942 
1.594 

.SOD 
8.452^ 
1.701 
5.031*f 

.055 

.029 
2.059 
2.202 
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Table 2 

llean Frequency of Interruptions by 
Acadetnlc Activity Type and Subject Area 



Academic Activity 






Subject Area 






Type 


Reading 


Math 


Social Studies 


Science 


F- ratio 


Other 


.2914 


.0910 


.4100 


.2500 


2.366 


Reading 


. MSO 


.nnon 


.1650 


.4625 


2.396 


WrltiiiE 


.14 A 4 


.2548 


. 2240 


.0250 


2.841* 


Creating 


.0165 


™ 


II 




— 


Lis tening/ Vlawinp, 


.0220 


.noon 


l.noo 




26.824* 


Recitation 


.0300 


. 3600 


. 0440 


.2963 


2.670 


Discuasion 




.0000 


.0000 


.2000 


22.968* 


Project/Caine 


.1150 


.0400 






.866 


Quiz 


. nonn 


.3750 






1.697 


Conference 


.1667 


.3590 




.5000 


.847 
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Table 3 



Ilean Time In Off=task Activity by Accivlty 
Type and AG Group 



Off-Taak Activity Type Hinh AG Low AO F-ratlc) 

Looking Around 16.fi«^70 17.3871 .031 

Walking Around 0,0571 5,5O0O 1.953 
Won--x;ork related 

talk to others 7.5926 12,0000 4*516^ 

Walt time 49.0000 47*5556 .175 

Jlalntenance 45,5000 43.8000 1,396 

Other SA.nnOO 59*6000 5.091^ 
^P4. 05 



